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Representation Without Limitation 


People should not he denied the right to vote for someone simply because of an arbitrary tern 


Republicans err in thinking that term limits win 
cure what ails the country or quell the ire of a 
frustrated body politic: What term limits would 
do is restrict the freedom of voters to elect 
whomever they please and drastically alter the 
balance of power in government 

Term limits presuppose a problem (pervasive 
careerism) that does not exist The fact is, voters 
already are limiting terms — selectively. More 
than half of the members of the House of 
Representatives have arrived since 1990, and 
more than half of the Senate has been elected 
since 1984. The tight to vote is the right to limit 
terms. People should not be denied the right to 
vote for someone simply because of an arbitrary 
term limit 

In government, knowledge is power, and con- 
gressional term limits would ensure that more of 
it is vested in staff, bureaucrats, the judiciary and 
lobbyists, rather than in the people's elected 
representatives. Of great concern to me as a 
senator from Kentucky (home to several politi- 
cally incoirect industries) is the power shift from 
small and medium-sized states to more populous 
states, resulting from the diminution of seniority. 
Since the power of small states is currently 
amplified by the Senate’s seniority system, they 
stand to lose die most when the sheer size of a 


state’s House delegation becomes the principal 
congressional power gauge. 

Term limits would also engender a new elitism 
and create ethical quagmires. Young people of 
moderate means, with family responsibilities and 
promising private careers, would pass on a con- 
gressional career certain to be cut short Only 
the rich could afford such a brief dilettante fling 
with politics. And on the other hand, those who 
did interrupt private pursuits for a term-limited 
stint in Congress would feel pressed to keep an 
eye on post-congressional employment — a con- 
flict rife with ethical potholes. 

Thus, term limits would transform Congress 
into an exclusive haven for the independently 
wealthy, the comfortably retired and those who 
see public service as nothing more than a profit- 
able resume builder. If the goal is to make 
Congress older and richer, we should just raise 
the minimum age requirements set in the Con- 
stitution. Two hundred years ago, when the 
limits were set at 25 for the House and 30 for the 
Senate, the average life expectancy was 34. 
Perhaps age requirements should be doubled — 
just as life expettancy has — and made retroac- 
tive. An argument Could be made that the prob- 
lem is not that members serve too long but that 
they arrived too young. 


What do term limits proponents hope to 
achieve? Theijr dominant theme is populist: Re- 
turn government to the people! Yet- one of their 
most prominent advocates, George Will, supports 
term limits because they would “establish a 
constitutional distance” between people and poli- 
ticians. Now, Will is simply being clear-minded 
and honest about the matter. The revolutionary 
motive behind term limits is to insulate Congress 
from popular accountability at the ballot box. 
Remove all concerns about reelection, the theory 
goes, and Congress will do “the right thing " Or 
will it? The underlying presumption here is that 
“the right thing” must be contrary to the will of 
the people; and once you realize that, you see 
how vehemently anti-populist and undemocratic 
term limits really are. 

Given that fact, it is profoundly ironic that 
some arguenwe should pass a term limits amend- 
ment and send it to die states for ratification 
because it is “popular.” That begs the question: 
What other constitutional amendments would be 
popular? The abolition of all federal taxes comes 
to mind. Hfow about suspension of all civil- rights 
for violent criminals? Or a constricted First 
Amendment for lobbyists? No, term limits should 
be judged on the merits, not popularity. 

The situation is reminiscent of 1947, when a 


Unfit. 

Republican majority— fresh from political exile — 
ram med through the 22nd Amendment imposing 
presidential term limits. Fifty years ago the 
Republican haste was in response to the unprece- 
dented tenure of President Franklin Delano Roo- 
sevelt. Not one Republican in the House or 
Senate voted against that proposal. Ironically, 
pel haps poetically, the only presidents since lim- 
ited by it have been Dwight D. Eisenhower and 
Rcinald Reagan. The 22nd Amendment was a 
mistake that should be repealed, not compounded 
w#h congressional term limits. 

• Of course, term limits resonated with many 
people who were tired of the 60-year liberal 


Democrat stranglehold on Congress, me jno-. 
'Jember elections rectified that situation and, lo 
ind behold, congressional approval ratings have 
improved markedly. Over the long haul, as diffi- 
cult issues are tackled, congressional approval 
Ratings may well ebb more than they flow. But 
constitutional amendments are forever, with one 
notably exception. Only the 18th Amendment— 

, Prohibition — has ever been repealed. And need- 
,’Iess to say, people missed liquor far more than 
they ever would miss politicians. 

The writer, a Republican from Kentucky, is 
> chairman of the Senate Ethics Committee. 



